The crucial importance of regional variations has become a truism in recent historical studies of Scotland.1 This emphasis corresponds to a wider pattern. Within European historical writing, the French Annates school has been particularly insistent on the need for studies of regions, and for the investigation of the process of slow change over a long period within a defined geographical area; in recent decades, the regional monograph has become a dominant form of historical writing. In England, a very different style of local history emerged, based upon the county record offices and the Victoria County History. Nothing comparable has yet taken root in Scotland: although the interest is obviously there, full-scale regional histories have not been produced in any appreciable numbers.2 This is puzzling because, in some respects, Scotland lends itself far more readily than other parts of the British Isles to a regional approach.
In particular, the Highlands and Islands, which cover half the Scottish kingdom, are relatively neglected in most national histories; they have been demoted to the status of a 'mere' region, but have not received a separate coherent history of their own, and still tend to be viewed through the lens of tartan romanticism. However, while Scottish historians have hesitated, an opportunity to change this has been provided in the improbable guise of official government publications. The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scodand has quietly laid the foundations for a new regional history through its Inventories. This heartland of the West Highlands and Islands, covered by the volumes under review, could well form the core of a history of the whole Highlands and Islands. And the development from this of properly based regional studies would revolutionise Scottish history. The surveys of the items were conducted on numerous field trips by the executive staff at the Royal Commission during a period of over thirty years. These trips could present real difficulties for the staff, whose full reports give scarcely a hint of the hazards which they encountered ? for massive central pillar (v, 189-93, no. 360) . In the 1820s, money voted by Parliament was used to build the so-called 'parliamentary churches'. These usually adhered to the T-plan design of James Smith, (ii, 129, 163-5, nos. 244, 269) , and Acharacle and Ulva in northern Argyll (iii, 123, 170, nos. 254, 331) in the seventh and eighth centuries. The finds from these spectacular sites can be added to the meticulous evidence collected from the more prosaic, but no less important, monuments found in other parts of Argyll, recorded in the other volumes; these include photographs and detailed lists of Bronze Age pottery and metalwork  (i, 13-15; ii, 14-15; iii, 14-16 Age (iii, 12) .
One immediate surprise is the small quantity of Norse artefacts found in Argyll. Since large parts of the region were under the Norwegian crown until the thirteenth century, it has been assumed that the Vikings and their descendants had settled extensively throughout Argyll from the ninth century onwards. groat (vi, 195-6, no. 324; vii, 296, no. 137 19, 537, notes 51-2; vii, 211,  213-4, 237, 263-4, nos. 108, 109, 113, 117, 125 One particular merit of the Inventories is the light they throw upon the wider relationship of the Argyll castles to the naval and military power of the Scottish Crown, the Lords of the Isles and other major kin-groups in the West like the Campbells, which has not been fully explored by historians.
In these volumes the material evidence from the Argyll casdes is now available as a basis for future work. 
